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Synopsis: The Woman Stonemason & The
Italian Break-Down Town - Set in the Middle Ages, this story is
about an Englishwoman who is sent to Italy to become the bride of
an Italian stonemason, living in the shadow of Mt. Vesuvius. She is
an intelligent and inventive woman herself and along with her
husband, then come up with several highly unorthodox solutions to
both warring factions, and taxes.

 

 

In the year of Our Lord 1455, Joanne of
Teesdale was given in marriage to Mattio of San Eldora in Caserta,
Italy. Joanne had never met her future husband until the day she
stepped off the boat in Naples. The small commune of San Eldora was
twenty miles southwest of the city of Naples and had a clear of
view of Mt. Vesuvius in the background. The volcano had slept for a
long time and had shown no signs of activity for hundreds of years.
But it was a reminder of what could happen should God become
displeased with the actions of the Italians.

Joanne had come of age in a family of
stonemasons. Her father, and his before him, had built the churches
and cathedrals that lined the landscape of southern England. They
were known throughout the land for their skill and construction.
She was the youngest in a family of six, which showed how
prosperous her father was in his craft.

She was also the only girl in the family, so
it was natural she would grow up imitating her brothers. Her early
years were spent playing with rocks and the tools a stone mason
would need in their trade. Although her parents intended to marry
her off to a family of proper standing, her father saw no issue in
letting her play with her brothers and she learned the art of
making useful things from stone.

By the time she was twelve, Joanne, a sturdy
woman with the short and wide body inherited from her mother’s side
of the family, could chip away at any block and make it fit
whatever shape was needed. Her brothers found it amusing at first
that their little sister could carve stone with the best of them,
but later it became an irritation when she was capable of doing
better work than they.

Joanne’s mother would try to teach her the
womanly arts, but she kept leaving her sewing for the stone chisel.
Even when she did practice embroidery, Joanne would turn everything
into an image of a tower or wall. Her parents felt it was something
she would put aside when given to a proper husband.

When she turned eighteen her father finally
located a man who was willing to put up the bridal price for his
only daughter: Another master stonemason. But the man was in Italy,
which would require him to ship his only daughter a great distance.
He had known the man, Signor Mattio, from their mutual work on a
cathedral in France. The great stone guilds of Europe would convene
on special projects.

They had spent months together working on a
large project in Southern France. At the conclusion of their work,
William of Teasdale, Joanne’s father, had learned his new friend
and college Mattio was a widower. His wife had passed away
childless several years before, leaving him without heirs to his
masonry works in the town of San Eldora, outside of Naples.

Joanne’s father realized Signor Mattio was a
good ten years older than his daughter, but the man had a thriving
craft practice in Italy and was highly regarded by the other master
masons. He told Mattio that his daughter had grown up around stone
masonry and was a good woman of proper morals. She was also
healthy. Marrying him off to the Italian stonemason would cement a
relationship between the two families and be mutually beneficial to
them.

Mattio would obtain a wife and a woman who
could produce an heir for him, Joanne’s father would now have a
connection to the blossoming building trade around Naples. Joanne
was not consulted in the matter, but she was a good daughter and
would have no problem fulfilling her duty.

Joanne was told about her upcoming marriage
on the day her father returned from France. She was shaping a block
of limestone to resemble an angel when her father walked into the
shop and pulled her aside. She almost dropped her mallet when he
told her to pack a chest and be ready to leave on a boat for Naples
in the next three days.

But, raised to be a worthy daughter, she
merely dropped her eyelids and asked a few questions about her
future husband. Her mother was delighted as she imagined her new
son-in-law to be a count, thinking all Italians belonged to the
aristocracy.

 

 

A week later, Joanne found herself on a boat
bound for Naples and points west on the Italian coastline. Her
parents had made the decision not to send her with an escort as
they trusted their daughter to fulfill her duties and not associate
with the lower classes. The world she was born into was very class
conscious and people of one rank had little to do with another
unless it was strictly money related. Her father would entertain
plenty of the local aristocrats, but always as a social
inferior.

The captain of the ship taking her to Naples
was paid extra to deliver her safe and unharmed. Her father had
made certain she would arrive without any trouble. He had even told
the captain that the total sum for her passage would not be
forthcoming until he had received a message through his network of
masons that his daughter was safe at her new husband’s
workshop.

The voyage involved the ship stopping many
times on the shore of the peninsula. The Italian lands were divided
up into multitude of kingdoms and duchies. The central portion was
controlled by the church in Rome. The kingdom Joanne was heading
toward was ruled by two different claimants to the throne. It was
known as the Kingdom of Sicily, but one king ruled over the island
of Sicily and another over the mainland on the Southern Italian
peninsula.

Joanne knew about the political situation by
talking to the captain of the boat and found it no more confusing
than Scotland and England being two different kingdoms on the same
land.

She was met by a delegation from Signor
Mattio’s family at the port in Naples. The delegation consisted of
several servants and his mother, who had to have the first look at
the woman who was coming into their family. His mother was a large
woman draped in robes with a servant who pushed her around it a
cart. She spoke no English and little Latin, but presented a letter
from her son to his future wife, which was signed by members of the
stonemason guild.

Joanne took the letter and read it on her own
as she had a good comprehension of Latin, which was still the
universal language in Europe.

She loaded her trunk into the cart Mattio’s
delegation had provided for the journey to the workshop in the
hills around his town. The delegation soon turned into a procession
with his mother in the lead and his wife walking on foot until she
became too tired and was forced to sit in the cart. She slept in
the warm Italian sun for most of the trip back, waking only when
they were nearing the town.

She passed green fields in the early stages
of the spring planting. The mountains towered in the distance, as
did Vesuvius in the background. She understood nothing of what the
people in her party were saying, save a few stray words derived
from her knowledge of Latin. The Italian language had evolved into
many different dialects and pronunciations since the time of the
Caesars. She also noted the viaducts still standing which brought
water from the hills into the coastal cities.

Rome had built many things that had withstood
the test of time. Even the road her procession was taking had been
marched across by the legionaries.

 

 

Joanne marveled at the small town when they
arrived. It was beautiful with petite statues to the saints. The
stone streets were kept swept by the inhabitants. The procession
split up when they reached San Eldora. Some of the servants had
just been hired to for the trip and melted away into the landscape.
One servant motioned to the hills, where she assumed her new
husband had his workshop. She tried as best as she could to walk
next to his mother’s cart, but the road became increasingly steeper
before leveling out.

They did not arrive at the workshop, but at a
small church overlooking the valley. Joanne stood and looked at it,
observing the keen work which had gone into the construction. Much
of the block work appeared new and she wondered if some of it had
originated with her husband’s shop. A short and bald priest met her
as the entered the vestibule of the church.

As the priest and his mother chatted in
Italian, Joanne entered it and looked at the statues and icons on
the walls. It resembled the Greek churches she had heard about from
her father’s journeymen stone masons. They talked about the
magnificent buildings to be found near Constantinople and the
massive stone works it the city of Athens. She looked at the stone
blocks used on the walls and inspected the joints. This was fine
work, built by craftsmen who valued their craft and skill.

Suddenly, there was a commotion and a new man
entered the church. He held a small cameo painting in his hand,
looking at it as he walked through the vestibule. He stopped when
he saw Joanne, compared it to her, and then hurried in her
direction. Once more he compared the cameo to her. Satisfied, he
embraced her and introduced himself.

“I am Mattio,” he told her in broken English.
“I am so glad you can be here. Was the voyage good? Has my mother
treated you well?”

“The voyage was well and your mother had been
gracious, although I can’t understand much of what she says,”
Joanne explained to him. “I can’t understand much of what anyone
says around here, being a stranger to these lands, but I will
strive to learn.”

 

 

They had a quick wedding in front of the
altar. The priest was glad to be of service and she saw Mattio give
him some coins afterward. They left the church and were greeted by
another delegation. This one proved to be Mattio’s apprentices and
workers. Five husky men greeted them and he pronounced each of
their names to her, although she soon forgot them. Each of them
came forward with a small gift.

They traveled from the church to his workshop
and villa in the hills. It was located a short distance away near a
limestone quarry which they used for the blocks carved for the
churches and buildings in the peninsula. The masonry was carted
down the hill in wagons pulled by oxen to their eventual
destination.

The workshop was attached to the villa where
Mattio lived with his extended family. It consisted of a courtyard
between several other buildings where the stone was carved, shaped
and split to specification. There was an enclosed studio next to
the courtyard which allowed Mattio to sculpt smaller pieces and
make use of the sunlight which streamed down from the sky. The
entire workshop was built to make maximum use of the light.

Joanne was taken on a tour of the workshop
and villa the moment she arrived. Her new husband was eager to make
her as much a part of the family as he could. She met his cousins
and uncles who worked at different stages in the carving of the
stone. Some were also master masons, others had specialized work,
such as polishing or cutting.

Local farmers were sometimes employed to haul
the stone down the hillside to the point of construction. She was
very impressed with the organization of the workshop, which was not
too different from her father’s.

That evening her new husband held a feast in
honor for his new wife. It wasn’t a huge celebration, since this
was his second marriage, but everyone tried to welcome her. Even
the priest attempted a few congratulatory words in English.

Mattio stood up at end of the dinner and made
a small speech in Italian. Later he would tell Joanne he’d
proclaimed the next day a holiday and told his apprentices and
workers they had the day off. This explained the round of applause
he received at the end of the speech. Servants came and cleared the
table away and the guests were dismissed.

 

 

Mattio took her hand and walked her to the
bedchamber after all had left the villa. It was late in the evening
and the moon had emerged from behind the clouds. He led her into
the chamber with a lit candle and sat it down on a table in the
room.

The bedchamber consisted of a wardrobe, two
tables, a wash basin, three chairs and a large bed with a canopy.
Small icons of the saints stared down at them from the walls. The
candle through shadows across the room and made the bedchamber
appear ominous. Her husband sat down on the edge of the bed and
asked her if there was anything she might need to know.

Joanne had learned plenty from hearing her
brothers talk when they didn’t think she was listening. She had
also been given a lecture by her mother on keeping her husband
happy. And there were plenty of barnyard animals near her father’s
workshop. So, she was not without some knowledge of her wifely
duties. When Mattio asked her if there was anything she needed to
know, she tossed him back on the bed and told him she did want to
know more and intended to find out that very night.

 

 

They slept in until well past the noon hour
the next day. When the maids changed the sheets, they looked at
each other and nodded enthusiastically.

Joanne was first confined to helping out the
cooks in the kitchen, as it was felt this would be the best way for
her to learn her duties in the villa. But soon she found reason to
visit her husband in his workshop. He would be looking at a new cut
in the stone and she would appear with longing in her eyes. He
would make an excuse and tell his apprentices there was a matter to
which he must attend. He would return to the workshop visibly
exhausted a few hours later.

“He should have a child on
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